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Flight Catering Chefs in the United Kingdom, the United 
States and Japan: production workers, process managers, or 
development gurus? 
 
Executive summary 
 
This report investigates the job roles and competencies of inflight catering chefs. Research 
has shown that the collective job competencies of individuals within an organisation are 
substantial resources generating competitive advantage for the organisation.  The purpose of 
this project is to investigate how job competency models, which enable the establishment of 
business strategy, can be used to enhance human performance and to unify individual 
competencies with organisational core competencies. In addition, job roles and competencies 
of inflight catering chefs are compared with other groups of chefs (i.e. production chefs and 
research chefs). 
 
Research methods used included semi-structured interviews and a mail questionnaire survey. 
Data were collected cross-culturally from participants in the United Kingdom, United States 
and Japan.  
 
A total of 29 job competencies were validated in the United States, with 20 and 13 
competencies identified in Japan and the United Kingdom respectively.  The results of the 
survey show that the participants in the three countries under investigation shared the 
following 11 competencies:  
 
1. Skilled at time management; 
2. Knowledge of culinary fundamentals and production systems, particularly 
for producing in large volumes, including their limitations; 
3. Skilled at food presentation;  
4. Knowledge of culinary uses and applications of products / ingredients 
functionally; 
5. Knowledge of kitchen functions and pressures;  
6. Understanding of food testing; 
7. Knowledge of quality assurance and food safety; 
8. Ability to work in multi-task environments; 
9. Ability to make decisions; 
10. General communication skills; and 
11. Ability to distinguish levels of quality in food products 
 
The competencies validated by the United States and Japan tended to stress personal 
attribute competencies as well as technical proficiency competencies, emphasising that 
successful inflight catering chefs need to play a greater managerial role in addition to a 
culinary role.  In contrast, technical proficiency competencies were the main focus in the 
United Kingdom.  
 
It can be concluded that being a successful inflight catering chef requires personal attribute 
competencies in addition to technical proficiency competencies. 
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Introduction 
 
When examining the inflight catering industry, it is clear that there are various emerging 
issues with regards to the future views of in-flight catering firms on the roles of chefs, which 
consequently affect the contribution of chefs to the business.  This seems to result from the 
recent business shift towards logistics-dominated work and away from cooking-dominated 
activities.  The level of actual food production (as opposed to logistics) has hugely declined to 
only 10% of total activity, from 90% in the early 1980s (Pilling, 2001b; Seeman, 2002).  
However, the remaining 10% appears to be become increasingly important. 
 
It is a new type of chef that the industry requires, i.e. not those who simply cook, but chefs 
able to propose innovative ideas for operations. It can thus be argued that opportunities for 
business strategy exist in the chef-related areas. Therefore, research into the core 
competencies of chefs can be a useful tool in informing business strategy development. Such 
competency studies are very useful when applied to job positions that have a significant effect 
on the future growth and goals of the organisation (Spencer and Spencer, 1993).   
 
The movement towards a logistics-driven business has required dichotomous work in the 
catering kitchens, i.e. de-skilled and en-skilled/re-skilled.  Modern inflight kitchens largely 
depend on modern cooking technologies (e.g. cook-chill, sous-vide and cook-freeze) and 
greater use of buy-in ready-to-use products in seeking enhanced efficiency (McCool, 1995; 
Jones and Kipps, 1995; Kirk and Laffin, 1996; Pilling, 2002a).  Such practices, which account 
for the 80% reduction in food production, are de-skilled practices (Vergé, 2000).  However, 
there are operations that cannot be de-skilled and are thus still dependent on skilled chefs.  
The food business, which includes developing new foods and following new food trends 
(Seeman, 2002), liaising and working with celebrity chefs, who are hired by airlines as food 
consultants (Sheridan, 1998; Cadwalladr, 2000; Guild, 2002; Huddart, 2002a), and ensuring 
food quality to meet diverse passenger demands (Spiselman, 1999; Pilling, 2001a), is moving 
towards en-skilling/re-skilling.  In these activities, en-skilled/re-skilled chefs are indispensable. 
 
Understanding competencies 
 
Firstly, it is important to distinguish between the notions of competence and competency, 
which are used interchangeably in daily life to express the same concept. Whilst the 
competence-based approach aims to identify what is needed to perform given tasks at 
expected levels, the competency-based approach is concerned with how well employees 
actually work (Rowe, 1995).  Conceptualised by McClelland (1973), its aim is to identify 
specific knowledge, skills and behaviour that enable outstanding performance in a specific 
job.  
 
Spencer and Spencer (1993) divide competencies into two categories, namely: threshold and 
differentiating competencies.  The former are minimum-level essentials (e.g. knowledge and 
skills), but do not lead to superior performance.  The latter embraces motives, traits and self-
concepts that are supposedly the factors causing superior performance. These drive the 
knowledge and skills to be used, and consequently generate the outcome (see figure 1: 
competency causal flow diagram). 
 
Figure 1: Competency causal flow model  
 
 
 
 
 
 
(Source: Spencer and Spencer, 1993: 13) 
    ‘Intent’              ‘Action’       ‘Outcome’ 
 
 
 
 
Motives   Skills 
Traits 
Self-Concepts 
Knowledge 
Job Performance Behaviour Personal 
Characteristics 
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In contrast with competence, the key point here is the inclusion of personal characteristics as 
competencies. Arguably then, job competencies are the sum of personal attributes plus the 
technical proficiency (i.e. knowledge and skills) of task-specific competences.  
 
Based on the above, this paper employs the notion of job competency(-ies).  Technical 
proficiency is undoubtedly important.  However, this research argues that successful inflight 
catering chefs require not only industry-specific knowledge and cooking skills, but also the 
elements that Spencer and Spencer (1993) call differentiating competencies.  This is 
supported by literature that reveals an increased level of managerial work in recent years 
(e.g., Guyette, 1981; Menzies, 1993; Elias, 1994; Wood, 1997; Birdir and Pearson, 2000; 
Balazs, 2001; Balazs, 2002; Parkinson and Green, 2001).  Inflight catering chefs are no 
exception due to the responses to work changes caused by the business shift towards 
logistics.  Consequently, personal attributes must be considered in this study.  If inflight 
catering chefs are expected not simply to cook but also to perform managerial related 
outputs, then it is crucial to assess personal characteristics.  
 
Figure explains the flow of competency modelling. This study focuses on the first three steps. 
 
Figure 2:  Competency modelling processes  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
(Source: adapted from Mitrani et al., 1992; Spencer and Spencer 1993; 
Rothwell and Lindholm, 1999) 
 
 
 
 
 
Applying the model 
Verifying the model 
Identifying competencies 
Compiling information about the job, work, team or occupation that 
is the target of the competency modelling study 
Step 1 
 
 
 
 
Step 2 
 
 
 
Step 3 
 
 
 
Step 4 
(Source: adapted from Mitrani et al, 1992; Spencer and Spencer, 1993; Rothwell and 
Lindholm, 1999) 
 
Since the early 1970s, research on more than 200 jobs found 20 generic competencies, 
which are organised into six clusters (see Table 1). It is necessary to adjust this model to 
allow for practicality, since the relative importance of each element differs according to the 
characteristics of the targeted occupation (Spencer and Spencer, 1993). 
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Table 1: 20 generic competencies  
Cluster Competencies 
Achievement and action Achievement orientation 
Concern for order, quality and accuracy  
Initiative (problem solving) 
Information seeking 
Helping and human service Interpersonal understanding 
Customer service orientation 
The impact and influence cluster Impact and influence  
Organisational awareness 
Relationship building  
Managerial Developing others 
Directiveness: assertiveness and use of positional 
power 
Teamwork and co-operation  
Team leadership 
Cognitive Analytical thinking 
Conceptual thinking 
Technical/professional/managerial expertise 
Personal effectiveness Self-control 
Self-confidence 
Flexibility 
Organisational commitment 
(Source: adapted from Spencer and Spencer, 1993) 
 
In addition, a survey by Competency journal, suggest the following 12 most commonly 
employed competencies as benchmarks used by UK companies (1996, cited in Wood and 
Payne, 1998): 
 
1. Communication 
2. Achievement/results orientation 
3. Customer focus 
4. Teamwork 
5. Leadership 
6. Planning and organising 
7. Commercial/business awareness 
8. Flexibility/adaptability 
9. Developing others 
10. Problem solving 
11. Analytical thinking 
12. Building relationships 
 
Job Competencies and the Role of Chefs 
 
Fuller (1966: 15) defines the successful chef as being ‘not only something of an artist and 
certainly a craftsman but an executive with managerial responsibilities within his own 
department’.  Guytte (1981: 72) refers to, the executive chef, ‘who is on one hand a culinary 
artist and on the other a business manager’.  Roth (1985), Escoffier (1987) and Menzies 
(1993) all support this, regarding the chef as both manager and administrator.  In referring to 
Michelin-star restaurant chef proprietors, Balazs (2001: 135) calls such a chef a ‘creator, 
leader, entrepreneur, businessman, showman, outstanding representative of French 
culture…’.  From these definitions it is clear that a chef who only knows how to cook cannot 
become a successful chef. 
 
Literature identifies two different roles chefs need to play, depending on their function in the 
company: 
 
 7
 
The changing role  
 
Escoffier’s partie system has long shown that promotion brings more managerial 
responsibility. Therefore the idea that chefs have to play dual roles is nothing new.  According 
to Fuller (1996), various external pressures appear to have accelerated this trend: 
 
1. The introduction of machinery to perform tasks previously done by men 
2. Changes in public tastes, which now seeks simpler menus and meals 
3. Economic factors which both encourage the reduction of expensive labour and 
the simplification of recipes and service 
4. The processing of food by freezing, canning and dehydration which may 
eliminate much basic preparation work 
 
The expanding role 
 
Whilst Roth (1985) and Menzies (1993) complain that chefs no longer cook, there are chefs 
who are content to find themselves in this role, which is removed from the traditional role of 
chefs (Hollingsworth, 2000 and Sheridan, 2000).  Amongst food manufacturers, ingredient 
companies and supermarkets, chefs’ culinary expertise is increasingly demanded as essential 
in the process of new product development (Turcsik, 1999; Hollingsworth, 2000).  According 
to Hollingsworth (2000), this is a result of: 
  
1. Market competitiveness, which requires improved new product offerings 
2. Diversity in customer demands 
3. Technological changes 
 
Perhaps inevitably, it may appear that chefs who achieved a significant level of responsibility 
are inclined to lose the opportunity of creative cooking.  However, in the world of the 
consumer, culinary aspects are becoming increasingly valued.   
 
An emerging career: the research chef 
 
One consequence of the expanding role is the emergence of the ‘Research Chef’ (Birdir and 
Pearson, 2000).  The SOC2000 defines chefs as those engaged in food production for 
customers, irrespective of the sizes or scale of the establishment.  These chefs are commonly 
regarded as production chefs.  In contrast, the responsibilities of the research chef include the 
development of new food products for the retail and foodservice industries, food 
manufacturers and food ingredient companies.  Their expertise are aimed at the integration of 
culinary art and science (Price, 2001).  
 
An article published in ‘Prepared Foods’ (1997), emphasises the importance of the work of 
the research chef as a new product developer in the growing United States food service 
market.  Rouslin and Vieira (1998) advocate that this occupation as a viable opportunity for 
culinary students.  They stress the need for new culinary arts programmes to meet the 
industry’s demand for skilled chefs.  It is evident that this occupational group is continues to 
grow and is becoming increasingly important in today’s expanding food product consumer 
market (Turcsik, 1999; Sheridan, 2000; Hollingsworth, 2000).  Although the majority of 
literature refers to the US context, much more systematic research may well be required.  
However, this scenario is quite possibly the case for many if not all of the developed countries 
(Tansey and Worsley, 1995; Atkins and Bowler, 2001).   
 
The roles and responsibilities of chefs 
 
The table below aims to position the three categories of chefs (culinary, i.e. production; 
culinary, i.e. development; and managerial) according to the importance of each role.  At this 
stage, the position of the inflight catering chef remains vague, as role(s) have not yet been 
discussed in detail. Therefore, only a tentative position is possible.  Exactly where this 
occupation should be positioned will be revealed by this study. 
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Table 2  Responsibilities of the chef  
Culinary role Managerial role 
Developing Producing Planning Controlling Directing Organising 
Researching 
Learning 
Maintaining foundations 
Creating 
Testing 
Presenting  
Monitoring quality 
Satisfying customers 
Budgeting 
Forecasting 
Decision- 
making 
Innovating 
Department 
policy 
making 
Interpreting 
Analysing 
Auditing 
Reporting 
Observing 
Comparing 
Evaluating 
Adjusting 
Initiating 
Leading 
Motivating 
Supervising 
Communicat-
ing 
Providing 
stimulus 
Recruiting 
Staffing 
Hiring 
Indoctrinat- 
ing 
Training 
Assigning 
resources 
 
 
Production Chef 
 
 
                                                     Airline Catering Chef (?) 
 
 
                         Research Chef 
 
 
 (Source: adapted from Fuller, 1966; Guyette, 1981; Menzies, 1993;  
Balazs, 2001; Balazs, 2002; Parkinson and Green 2002) 
 
The areas delineated by the dotted lines vary according to relationships with other 
departments within the organisation (i.e. food and beverage, personnel, costing, research and 
development, etc.).  For example, the managerial roles of planning, controlling, directing and 
organising and their sub-functions are similar to activities of food and beverage managers 
(Davis et al., 1998: 18-20).  If the chef works for a restaurant in a large hotel, the food and 
beverage manager would possibly handle some of the chef’s responsibilities.  It is presumed 
that additional functions (e.g. collaboration with the manager) will be entailed for the chefs.  
What is unique in this trade is that the executive chef plays a significant role in personnel 
management. With regard to the culinary roles and especially product development, clearly 
this is the research chef’s prime role, but even the production chef, to a certain extent, would 
need to play this role in the context of new recipe creation.  Similarly, within the work of the 
research chef, some managerial roles do exist.  However, managerial and culinary roles are 
far more unlikely to be held concurrently by one chef than is the case for the production chef 
(Birdir and Pearson, 2000). 
 
Having identified the three main roles of a chef, the issue of specific chef competencies 
remain.   A number of different experts proposed a variety of suggestions: 
 
The competencies of production chefs 
 
To be a successful chef, Fuller (1966) argues that the following personal attributes are 
essential, even more so than cookery skills and managerial ability:  
 
1. Integrity and honesty 
2. Cultivation of quiet temperament 
3. Creativity 
4. A sense of service and responsibility 
5. Ability to meet the demands of the job 
 
For Menzies (1993), the relevant competencies are:  
 
1. Customer orientation; 
2. Business awareness; and 
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3. Teamwork and information seeking.  
 
Parkinson and Green’s set of suggestions (2002) list the following: 
 
1. Customer focus; 
2. Communication; and  
3. Maintenance of discipline. 
 
Balazs (2001) explores which specific factors are common to chefs who have been awarded 
the Michelin stars, and lists the following: 
 
1. Flexibility/openness/willingness to learn and improve 
2. Self-confidence 
3. Conceptual thinking 
4. A vision of the ‘big picture’ 
5. Customer service orientation 
6. Teamwork 
7. Communication 
 
Not many competencies relating to culinary technical proficiency are mentioned.  This is 
probably because such skills and knowledge are self-evidently essential to be successful as a 
chef, and thus do not differentiate chefs from each other.  
 
The competencies of research chefs 
 
Birdir and Pearson (2000) investigated the competencies of research chefs (refer to Appendix 
A for the results of this study). Chefs were divided into two groups: 
 
(1)  Research focused research chefs, primarily engaging in new product development, 
creation of new recipes and food testing; and 
(2)  Management focused research chefs, mostly concerned with representing his/her 
organisation, pushing product sales and giving presentations.  
 
The research chef’s occupation appears to incorporate both managerial and culinary roles, 
just as for the production chef.  The difference being a research chef is that holding the two 
roles concurrently is unlikely.  The findings of the Birdir and Pearson study (2000) revealed 
that some of the competencies listed above, discussed in the context of the production chef, 
are the case for both types of research chef.  These competencies include: 
 
1. Communication 
2. Conceptual thinking and creativity 
3. Cultivation of a quiet temperament 
4. A vision of the ‘big picture’ 
5. The maintenance of discipline 
6. Flexibility/openness/willingness to learn and improve 
7. Teamwork 
8. Customer preference focus 
 
Not surprisingly, competencies related to culinary expertise have been observed for the 
research focussed chef, and those related to managerial skills for the management focused 
research chef.  It is therefore highly likely that, regardless of whether the chef is a production 
chef or a research chef, there are common competencies amongst chefs.  Therefore, it can 
be assumed that such competencies will be evident in inflight catering chefs.   
 
Technical proficiency competencies 
 
With regards to competencies such as technical skills and knowledge, the study by Rouslin 
and Vieira (1998) provides useful insight.  They proposed a new culinary art programme, so 
that future chefs can meet market demands. In addition to culinary art skills, the following 
competencies are proposed: 
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1. Planning own menu 
2. Analysing nutrients* 
3. Requisitioning of food* 
4. Calculation of food cost 
5. Assigning workload to others* 
6. Being in overall charge of managing the entire day’s production 
7. Community experience 
8. Food demonstrations and presentations* 
9. Staff training  
10. Food production* 
11. Food service management functions* 
12. Menu development and product and menu analysis* 
13. Marketing ability 
14. Sanitation/hygiene management* 
 
When Birdir and Pearson’s list of research chef’s competencies (2000) are compared to 
Rouslin and Vieira’s list above (1998), most elements can be matched (those marked with 
asterisks).  As with the supposition made for personal attribute competencies, it can be 
assumed that a similar approach would yield similar results.  That is, there would be 
differences and similarities amongst the production, research and airline catering chefs after 
conducting such a study. 
 
Airline Catering and Chefs 
  
Due to the nature of the business, it is necessary to consider the interface with airlines as this 
may well have an influence on the work of chefs. The main players in the industry are airlines, 
caterers themselves, suppliers of food, beverages and equipment, and passengers (Jones 
and Kipps, 1995; McCool, 1995; IFCA, 2001).  The relationships between the players are 
illustrated in Figure 3. 
 
   
Figure 3: Interface between stakeholders involved in airline catering 
 
 
 
Airlines 
Suppliers Passengers 
Inflight Caterers 
 
(Source: adapted from Jones and Kipps, 1995) 
 
This diagram indicates that airlines maintain strong control over caterers and suppliers as well 
as having interaction with passengers.  Traditionally, airlines owned their own inflight catering 
facilities.  However, the current trend is to outsource these activities to specialist caterers 
(McCool, 1995; Jones and Kipps, 1995; Doganis, 2001; Pilling, 2002a).  Most airlines in the 
western world sold off their own catering units (IFCA, 2001), whereas some airlines in Asia 
and the Middle East still own their own kitchens (Dana, 1999; IFCA/IFSA review, 2000a; 
Jakarta Post, 2001a; The Independent, 2002b).  This movement, however, seems not to have 
caused changes in terms of how inflight catering services are provided. Caterers, regardless 
of whether they are employed by or contracted out by airlines, respond not to passengers 
directly but to airline demands as described in Figure 3.  
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Jones & Kipps (1995) and McCool (1995) regard the following aspects of inflight catering 
being unique to the food service industry: 
 
1. Little opportunity to directly contact the consumers of the products; 
2. Factory-like kitchen operations producing a very high volume of food;  
3. Separation of food consumption from the production site; and 
4. Need for flawless logistics 
 
According to McCool (1995), the inflight catering chefs who achieved higher positions of 
significant responsibility are engaged in planning, producing, controlling and developing; 
representing duties that have been identified as the work of chefs in general (see Table 2).  
Both culinary and managerial roles can be recognised, although the relative importance of the 
two cannot be elicited; this will be revealed by the empirical data collected for this research.  
At the same time, however, literature suggests that catering managers, production managers, 
quality assurance managers and new product development teams (they might be part of the 
kitchen staff or in an independent department) are all involved in these duties.  Moreover, 
airline managers are concerned with these processes because inflight services reflect the 
overall style of the carrier, i.e. brand image. In addition, there is also cost to consider.  Pilling 
(2002c: 40) reports, ‘when cost cutting is the top agenda, catering is one of the first areas to 
feel the axe’. Consequently, there are detailed interface between airlines and other catering 
managers in the work of chefs.  Based on this and regarding the job roles of airline catering 
chefs, it can be said that the work of airline catering chefs is not expanding as discussed 
previously for chefs in general, but becoming increasingly collaborative. 
 
This paper assumes that inflight catering chefs have similar responsibilities to both production 
chefs and research chefs.  Certainly, considering the special nature of inflight catering, work 
responsibilities will need to be adjusted slightly when compiling a list of competency 
statements.  Authors of inflight catering management textbooks list the following elements as 
being speciality fields for airline catering chefs (Jones and Kipps, 1995; McCool, 1995; Kirk 
and Laffin, 1996): 
 
1. The function of the tray meal; 
2. The standardised recipes; 
3. The function of ingredients; 
4. Food safety from the microbiological perspective; 
5. Various types of passengers, establishing that adequate provision is made for special 
diets, religions, ethnic meals and vegetarians; 
6. The marketing concepts of airlines (customer demands); 
7. The capabilities of the flight kitchen, its labour and equipment; and 
8. The cost factors. 
 
Emerging issues and their impact(s) on the work of chefs 
 
Organisations operate in an environment exposed to various external pressures. According to 
Wilson (1999) and Davis et al. (1998), the following factors may impact on the work of inflight 
catering chefs: 
 
1. Legislative changes 
2. Economic pressures* 
3. Globalisation of the organisation 
4. Social changes 
5. Technological changes* 
6. Organisational changes* 
7. Education/learning systems changes 
8. Market competitiveness changes* 
9. Diversity in customer demands 
10. Diversity in shareholder demands 
 
When applied to the inflight catering industry, the following factors seem to have a greater 
impact on the work and/or roles of chefs: 
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1. Organisational changes 
2. Technological changes 
3. Economic pressures 
4. Market competitiveness changes 
  
 
Organisational changes 
 
As mentioned before, the inflight catering industry is shifting from a food production business 
to a logistics business. In responding to the increasingly competitive market and looking at 
cost effectiveness, both airlines and caterers are concentrating on their core businesses 
(Simpson et al., 2001).  With the emphasis being on logistics rather than food production, 
caterers are largely using outsourced products and labour to save costs (Pilling, 2002a).  
Airlines tend to purchase directly from the suppliers and have items put into the catering 
system, and are becoming increasingly cost conscious (Noble, 1994). Subsequently, the work 
load of chefs in terms of cooking has been significantly reduced.  Instead, there is assembly 
work to be done, and this is performed by a less-skilled labour force in order to save labour 
costs.  
 
Technological changes 
 
Inflight catering kitchens introduced modern cooking technologies, such as cook-chill and 
cook-freeze.  These practices are nothing new and not different from any other catering 
sectors, e.g. hospital, school and canteen caterings (Davis et al., 1998).  What is emerging 
today, however, is the importance of Information Technology (IT).  Computer literacy appears 
to be essential even for craftsmen.  The IFCA Mercury Award in 1994 went to a software 
package that enables the chefs to access information about ingredients, specifications and 
even a digital image of meals through a coded, kitchen-proof keyboard (Jones, 1995).  Since 
then, the computer-driven cooking process management system, which controls recipe data, 
from ingredients to cooking time and temperatures, has become another major trend in the 
industry (Momberger, 2000c).  More recently, two leading caterers have launched the e-
commerce business solutions (i.e. e-gatemetrix by Gate Gourmet and eLSG by LSG Sky 
Chefs), which is used by airlines, suppliers and caterers (Pilling, 2001c; IFCA/IFSA review, 
2001b; 2001c).  One of the functions of this new management tool, as far as the work of chefs 
is concerned, is the sharing of information about new product development with carriers and 
suppliers.  In addition, the introduction of the Automated Meal Ordering Solution (AMOS) in 
eLSG has been announced recently by LSG (PR Newswire, 2002f).  These developments are 
aimed at increasing kitchen operation efficiencies in forecasting, producing and developing, 
and it is apparent that chefs need to acquire skills to utilise these new technologies.  It is thus 
clear that en-skilling is both inevitable and essential for chefs if they want to survive in the 
industry. 
 
Economic pressures 
 
Both the airline and inflight catering industry are cyclical, with demand chasing consumer 
spending (Doganis, 2001 and Noble, 1994; 1995; 1996; 1997; 1998; 1999).  Due to the 
volatile business environment, airlines often prioritise financial performance rather than how 
their image and brand are perceived (Pilling, 2002c).  This is particularly evident in US airlines 
(Flint, 1998; Henderson, 1998; 2000a; 2000b; 2001; Blank, 1999; Spiselman, 1999).  US 
carriers repeatedly eliminate and add foodservices on their flights.  In comparison, European 
and Asian airlines are slightly less severe, but also have to find ways to save costs (Pilling, 
2002c).  Consequently, caterers are faced with redesigning menus in order to cut costs.  In 
pursuing further productivity, chefs’ expertise on ingredients is imperative in devising 
functionally enhanced dishes, especially in terms of cost performance. To meet these needs, 
chefs have to be skilled both in their culinary domain and in kitchen operations management.  
If not, they risk losing their job as a result of simple cutbacks in meals. 
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Market competitiveness changes  
 
Ever increasing competition with rival carriers forces airlines to find ways of differentiating 
themselves.  Low-cost airlines have demonstrated a solution by not offering inflight services at 
all, which enables cheaper tickets.  Conventional full service carriers are now facing a 
dilemma, challenged by the no-frills airlines.  As a result, they have chosen a branding 
strategy.  For premium class meals, it is common to have celebrity chefs’ signature dishes 
and a greater variety of food (Bevan, 1996; Sheridan, 1998; Cadwalladr, 2000; Caterer & 
Hotelkeeper, 2002a; Pilling, 2001a; Guild, 2002).  In contrast, for economy class and short-
haul flights, airlines may reduce the amount of food and replace it with pre-packaged and 
branded products, which can be found in supermarkets (Pilling, 2001a; 2002b; 2002c).  The 
concept is justified by airlines as being not only cheaper but also giving more value to 
passengers.  This trend has a dichotomous impact of the chefs’ work.  To replicate the menus 
created by the celebrity chefs, airline catering chefs are generally required to have more 
sophisticated culinary skills and expertise in order to make such restaurant menus feasible as 
airline food.  This is because, inflight meals have limitations in terms of the availability and 
acceptability of ingredients, and service methods.  This would seem to require chefs to be 
skilled or en-skilled.  On the other hand, the increasingly popular pre-packed branded 
products are de-skilling. 
 
Methodology 
 
This is an explanatory study aimed at the compilation, identification and validation of airline 
catering chefs’ competencies in the United Kingdom, the United States and Japan.  To 
achieve this, a multi phased research design was required. Phase 1 entailed the compilation 
of a list of competencies, using secondary data from existing studies.  Phase 2 consisted of 
semi-structured interviews and a self-administered postal questionnaire survey. 
  
Survey design 
 
A list of competency statements was compiled, bearing in mind the specific inflight catering 
working environment.  84 competency statements were developed.  The competency list was 
one of the constituent parts of the draft questionnaire.  Respondents were asked to rank each 
competency statement by using a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (not important) to 5 
(extremely important).  
 
In addition, to clarify whether airline catering chefs need to play a managerial role rather than 
culinary roles, two questions were developed.  These questions were also graded on a 5-
point Likert scale, ranging from 1 (very unlikely) to 5 (very likely).  Furthermore, respondents 
were asked to choose the three most appropriate factors, out of ten items, that are likely to 
affect the roles and competencies of inflight catering chefs. All questions were close-ended. 
Opportunity for comments were provided.  
 
Pilot studies: identification of the competencies 
 
Pilot studies were done to ensure the reliability and validity of the research instrument.  In the 
United Kingdom, face-to-face semi-structured interviews were carried out with a head chef, an 
operations manager and a purchasing manager at an inflight catering firm operating in the 
London Heathrow area.  Telephone interviews were conducted with participants in Japan. An 
executive chef, a production manager and a catering manager from an airline caterer located 
in the Tokyo Narita area took part in the interviews.  Due to unavailability of participants, pilot 
tests were not conducted in the United States.  All respondents were asked if they agreed or 
disagreed with each competency statement, and any statements that could not obtain a 50% 
consensus were eliminated. As a result, 19 statements were deleted, bringing the original 84 
statements down to 65. The participants were also asked their views on the ambiguity and 
duplication of the remaining statements.  After their reviews, some of the statements were 
clarified and combined.  This further reduced the number of statements used from 65 to 50 
(see Appendix B).  
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Sampling 
 
Caterers located in the United Kingdom, the United States and Japan were selected from the 
Momberger’s Flight Kitchen Directory, 2001.  It was assumed that inflight caterers with 
business in busier locations face fiercer competition, and thus chefs working for such 
establishments need additional job competencies.  Based on this assumption and the Airport 
Council International (ACI) traffic data (2001), potential respondent companies were selected. 
A total of eleven people per catering unit were requested to participate in the survey. Aimed at 
a 30% response rate, 12 inflight catering companies were selected randomly from each 
country, providing a sample size of 36. 
 
For the purpose of this study, successful chefs are defined as those who have achieved a 
higher position of responsibility in areas other than food preparation. Therefore, company 
representatives were asked to randomly select ten qualified chefs whose positions within the 
organisations were the Chef de Partie and higher. They were also instructed to ensure the 
participation of the Executive Chef as well as either the General Manager or the Personnel 
Manager.  
 
Data analysis techniques 
 
Data were processed using SPSS 1.0J for Windows, and demographic interpretations based 
on descriptive statistics were made. Firstly, the reliability of the measurements were checked 
and confimed.  The Cronbach’s Alpha test, which has been widely used among researchers 
(e.g. Samenfink, 1994; Sekaran, 2000), was selected for this purpose.  As a statistical 
technique to test for significant differences between the three groups (the United Kingdom, 
the United States and Japan), this paper employed the Kruskal-Wallis test, a non-parametric 
alternative to parametric one-way analysis of variance (ANOVA), which can be used in 
comparing the mean scores of more than two groups.  In general, non-parametric tests are 
not as powerful as parametric ones, and there is a greater possibility of generating a Type 1 
error (which refers to a rejection of the null hypothesis when it is in fact true) than in 
parametric tests (Grimm, 1994; Pallant, 2001).  However, this study could not meet two of the 
assumptions needed to use ANOVA: a normal distribution of populations and homogeneity of 
variance. Therefore, choosing the non-parametric Kruskal-Wallis test was appropriate for this 
study.   
 
Results 
 
Details of response rates and respondents are provided in Table 3. Table 4 highlights the 
types of the respondent catering units in detail.  
 
Table 3: Respondents and response rate 
 
  UK US Japan Total 
Units responded 8 / 11 6 / 10 11 / 12 25 / 33 
Unit response rate  72.7% 60.0% 91.7% 75.8% 
Responses 56 / 121 33 / 110 94 / 132 183 / 363
Original 
Questionnaire response rate 46.3% 30.0% 71.2% 50.4% 
Removal 19 1 14 34 
Available responses 37 / 121 32 / 110 80 / 132 149 / 363
Final 
(incomplete 
questionnair
es removed) 
Questionnaire response rate 30.6% 29.1% 60.6% 41.0% 
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Table 4: Type of respondent organisation  
 
  UK US Japan Sub-totals Total 
Global network 1 1  2 
District network  1 5 6 Airline owned 
One kitchen   1 1 
9 
Global network 3 3 1 7 
District network 4 1 3 8 Non-airline owned 
One kitchen   1 1 
16 
Total  8 6 11 25 25 
 
(Source: data processed by SPSS; Momberger’s Flight Kitchen Directory 2001) 
 
Respondents were either chefs (115 responses) or catering managers (34 responses) (see 
Table 5). Some of the catering units put forward catering managers, who were mostly 
operations managers, as alternative respondents to chefs, general managers or personnel 
managers when the requested personnel were not available.  Responses were returned from 
managers and subordinates of the targeted job incumbents as well as the jobholders.   
 
Table 5: The respondents and their job titles  
 
Category Sub-category UK US Japan Three-
country sub-
category 
total 
Three-
country 
category 
total 
General Manager 
(Percentage of total) 
4 
(2.7%) 
4 
(2.7%) 
6 
(4.0%) 
14 
(9.4%) 
Personnel Manager 
(Percentage of total) 
2 
(1.3%) 
2 
(1.3%) 
5 
(3.4%) 
9 
(6.0%) Catering managers Catering Manager 
(Percentage for 
total) 
2 
(1.3%) 
4 
(2.7%) 
5 
(3.4%) 
11 
(7.4%) 
34 
(22.8%) 
Executive Chef 
(Percentage for 
total) 
6 
(4.0%) 
6 
(4.0%) 
11 
(7.4%) 
23 
(15.4%) 
Sous Chef 
(Percent for total) 
7 
(4.7%) 
10 
(6.7%) 
25 
(16.8%) 
42 
(28.2%) 
Chef de Partie 
(Percentage for 
total) 
13 
(8.7%) 
5 
(3.4%) 
23 
(15.4%) 
41 
(27.5%) Chefs 
Product 
Development Chef 
(Percentage for 
total) 
3 
(2.0%) 
1 
(0.7%) 
5 
(3.4%) 
9 
(6.0%) 
115 
(77.2%) 
Total  
(Percentage of three-country 
total) 
37 
(24.8%) 
32 
(21.5%) 
80 
(53.7%) 
149 
(100.0%) 
149 
(100.0%) 
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Overall, more than 70% of the respondents have 11 or more years experience in the industry 
(see Figure 3).  Figure 4 indicates the precise numbers of the respondents in each category, 
separated by country. Because of their long professional experience, the respondents would 
be particularly familiar with industry specific issues, and they were able to provide appropriate 
answers to the survey questions.   
 
Figure 4: Respondents Work Experience in Years (as % of total respondents) 
 
(Source: data processed by SPSS)
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Figure  5: Respondents Work Experience in Years (no. of years breakdown) 
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Before proceeding to interpret the responses to the competency statements, the reliability of 
the scale was examined by using the Cronbach’s alpha test, which gave a result of .97.  
Sekaran (2000) notes that a reliability coefficient between .80 and 1.0 can be regarded as 
good, whereas results with a coefficient less than .60 are considered to be poor.  Based on 
this, the consistency reliability of the measure used for the questions relating to the 
competencies could be accepted as highly reliable. 
 
As for the responses to the competency statements, this paper followed the approach that 
Birdir and Pearson (2000) took for the analysis of research chefs’ competencies.  That is, 
competencies that had a mean average of four and above on a 5-point Likert scale were 
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validated as being essential competencies.  Of the total 50 competency statements, there 
were ten such competencies in the UK context, and likewise 29 and 20 competencies in the 
United States and Japan context, respectively (see Table 6).  Due to time constraints, this 
paper does not discuss the results for competency statements that did not have a mean 
average of four and above.  However, the results for all the 50 competency statements have 
been attached as Appendix B. 
 
Out of all the competencies, there were eight statements, marked with asterisks and in bold in 
Table 6, which obtained mean scores of four and above in all three countries.  Accordingly an 
examination was undertaken to see whether there were statistically significant differences 
amongst the groups; for this, the Kruskal-Wallis non-parametric test was used.  The null 
hypothesis was that there is no difference between the means for the three different groups.  
The alpha level was set at .05.  If the respective significance level is less than .05, then it can 
be concluded that there is a statistically significant difference in the mean scores across the 
three groups.  Therefore, such a competency statement cannot be regarded as being 
universal amongst UK, US and Japanese airline catering chefs. 
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Table 6: Airline catering chefs’ competencies  
 
Code Competency statements UK US Japan 
C1 Knowledge of recipe development and formula ratios  4.50 4.35
C2 Skilled at portion weight control 4.30 4.59 
C3 Knowledge of the physics of heat exchange   4.22
C4 Ability to work with existing customer / client groups and to 
perform public relations functions with new customers / 
clients 
 4.59 
C5* Skilled at time management 4.03 4.41 4.34
C6 Ability to work with a product development team  4.41 4.05
C7 Knowledge of cost accounting associated with food 
production (e.g. food costs and labour costs) and ability to 
control the budgets 
 4.53 4.18
C8 Skilled at motivating team by using leadership skills  4.44 4.35
C11 Ability to control emotions during communication with 
people 
 4.25 
C12* Knowledge of culinary fundamentals and production 
systems, particularly for producing in large volumes, 
including their limitations 
4.08 4.44 4.29
C15* Skilled at food presentation 4.05 4.41 4.13
C16 Ability to take criticism  4.41 4.09
C17* Knowledge of culinary uses and applications of 
products / ingredients functionally 
4.03 4.34 4.22
C18 Knowledge of government food regulations / laws 4.03 4.38 
C19 Management skills (delegating and organising, personnel 
development) 
 4.28 4.15
C20 Ability to balance personal and professional lives  4.19 
C21 Understanding nature of production and distribution system 
delays and hurdles 
 4.19 4.34
C23 Knowledge of menu engineering   4.03
C26 Knowledge of kitchen functions and pressures  4.16 
C27 Knowledge of strategic planning  4.16 
C33 Understanding of food testing   4.00
C34* Knowledge of quality assurance and food safety 
systems 
4.35 4.47 4.38
C35 Skilled in helping others – being Mentor  4.13 
C36 Ability to work in multi-task environments  4.22 
C37 Ability to work effectively with outside parties to develop 
large scale products 
 4.00 
C38 Knowledge of technologies affecting food production 
operations 
  4.05
C40 Ability to see the ‘Big Picture’ and think analytically  4.22 4.08
C42 Knowledge of the entire inflight catering operation (e.g. 
equipment control and transport for aircraft loading) 
 4.00 
C46 Ability to conceptualise new products, processes, systems – 
being creative 
 4.00 
C47* Ability to make decisions 4.11 4.41 4.31
C48* General communication skills  4.03 4.41 4.03
C49* Ability to distinguish levels of quality in food products 4.32 4.31 4.49
C50 Ability to consider constraints on packaging for finished 
products 
 4.16 
N.B.:  N = 37 (UK), 32 (US) and 80 (Japan); Code: C1 means competency statement 1, C2 is 
competency statement 2, etc.; Rating scale: 5 = extremely important, 4 = very important, 3 = 
important, 2 = slightly important and 1 = not important 
(Source: data processed by SPSS) 
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Table 7 shows that there were no statistically significant differences at the p >.05 level in 
scores of the eight competency statements for the three country groups. Based on these 
results, it can be concluded that these eight competencies are common, essential domains 
amongst airline catering chefs working in the United Kingdom, the United States and Japan. 
 
 
Table 7:The results of the Kruskal-Wallis test for the eight competency statements  
that had a mean score of four or above for all three countries 
 
 C5 C12 C15 C17 C34 C47 C48 C49 
Chi-Square 4.978 2.654 2.100 3.256 .362 2.350 5.966 2.849
df 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2
Asymp.Sig. .083 .265 .350 .196 .834 .309 .051 .241
N.B.: Grouping variable: countries (Source: data processed by SPSS) 
 
Moreover, in applying the Kruskal-Wallis test to any competencies that had a mean of four or 
above from one or two country groups (15 and 10 respectively, a total of 25), there were no 
statistically significant differences at the p >.05 level in the scores of three of the competency 
statements, which were C26, C33 and C36 (typed in italics and bold in Table 6).  The 
respective p values were .095 for C26, .219 for C33 and .051 for C36 [df=2].  These three 
may well be regarded as common amongst the chefs but as being slightly less important 
competencies than the aforementioned eight competencies.  Accordingly, although the UK 
respondents did not give an average of four or above to any of these three competencies, due 
to the previously mentioned statistical analysis, this paper considered that the number of 
competencies identified in the UK context was 11 (eight competencies that had a mean of 
four or above plus these three).   
 
All competencies other than these eleven (eight with mean of four or more for all three 
countries, plus three discussed in the last paragraph) should be considered as being 
specifically applicable to one (or two) group(s) and uncommon across the groups.  There 
were four other competencies (C9, C32, C39 and C43) that were not statistically significantly 
different, that is, each country gave each of these four competencies a similar level of 
importance as the other two countries did.  However, the mean scores of these variables 
were all below four, and so this paper did not consider them as being essential competencies 
for all the chefs. 
 
Finally, when the overall ranks are rated by each group are considered, an interesting point to 
note is that the members of the United States group tended to give higher scores than the UK 
respondents.  This tendency is clearly shown by the fact that there were 19 competency 
statements for which the US mean score was four or above and the UK score was below four.  
In other words, the Americans regarded these as being essential, but the British did not.  The 
respondents from Japan were in-between, although slightly closer to the scores given by the 
US respondents.  Figure 6 clearly delineates these inclinations.   
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Figure 6:  Mean ranks difference across the UK, US and Japan 
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The Cronbach’s alpha test was applied to the results of the questions relating to the roles of 
airline catering chefs.  The reliability coefficient was .71, which is not above .80 but over .60, 
and is thus still reliable. 
 
Respondents were asked whether the following statements were likely or unlikely to be the 
case for successful airline catering chefs: 
 
1. Successful airline catering chefs need to play a managerial role rather than 
simply being a culinarian (code: R1) 
2. Successful airline catering chefs need to focus on food production 
operations management and new product development rather than actual 
food production (code: R2) 
 
A 5-point Likert scale allowed the respondents to show the degree of likelihood (i.e. 1 = very 
unlikely, 2 = unlikely, 3 = neither unlikely nor likely, 4 = likely and 5 = very likely).  For 
statement 1 (R1), a high proportion of the respondents in all three groups, answered ‘likely’ or 
‘very likely’ (67.6%, 90.6% and 80.0% in the United Kingdom, the United States and Japan, 
respectively).  
 
 21
 
For statement 2 (R2), the tendency of the answers was dichotomous between the UK 
respondents and the other groups.  Only 32.4% of the respondents from the United Kingdom 
considered the R2 statement as being ‘likely’ or ‘very likely’ and exactly the same proportion 
answered ‘neither unlikely nor likely’, whereas in both the United States and Japan nearly 
70% of people agreed that it was ‘likely’ or ‘very likely’.  Table 8 details the results. 
 
Table 8: The roles of airline catering chefs: likelihood of the statements 
 
 UK US Japan 
Very unlikely 3   (8.1) 1   (3.1) 0   (0.0) 
Unlikely 4   (10.8) 1   (3.1) 3   (3.8) 
Neither unlikely nor likely 5   (13.5) 1   (3.1) 13  (16.3) 
Likely 20  (54.1) 12  (37.5) 26  (32.5) 
Very likely 5   (13.5) 17  (53.1) 38  (47.5) 
R1 
Total (Percentage) 37  (100.0) 32  (100.0) 80  (100.0) 
Very unlikely 6   (16.2) 0   (0.0) 0   (0.0) 
Unlikely 7   (18.9) 4   (12.5) 3   (3.8) 
Neither unlikely nor likely 12  (32.4) 6   (18.8) 23  (28.8) 
Likely 8   (21.6) 11  (34.4) 35  (43.8) 
Very likely 4   (10.8) 11  (34.4) 19  (23.8) 
R2 
Total (Percentage) 37  (100.0) 32  (100.0) 80  (100.0) 
 
 (Source: data processed by SPSS) 
 
To explore the emerging issues that have an influence on the job roles and competencies of 
inflight catering chefs, respondents were asked to choose the three most appropriate factors 
from ten categories.  Table 9 suggests that economic pressures and market competitiveness 
changes are seen as being such factors in all three countries.  In particular, the ‘economic 
pressures’ response was given remarkably frequently; it was cited twice as often as the 
factors in second position in the United Kingdom (which were legislative, organisational and 
market competitiveness changes).  Even in Japan, the economic pressures response was 
cited 1.4 times as often as the second-placed factor.  Other than ‘economic pressures’ and 
‘market competitiveness changes’, each country gave differing factors as being influential on 
the roles and competencies of airline catering chefs. 
 
Table 9: The likely factors that affect job roles and competencies 
Country Category label Count Percentage 
of cases 
Economic pressures 28 75.7 
UK Legislative changes Organisational changes 
Market competitiveness changes 
14
14
14
37.8 
37.8 
37.8 
Economic pressures 26 81.3 
US Technical changes 
Market competitiveness changes 
14
14
43.8 
43.8 
Economic pressures 51 63.8 
Social changes 37 46.3 Japan 
Market competitiveness changes 
Diversity in customer demands 
34
34
42.5 
42.5 
N.B.: 111, 96 and 240 valid responses in total for UK, US and Japan, respectively 
 
 
Respondents were requested to comment on the survey and the questions asked.  Only 
approximately 20% of respondents provided opinions.  There was therefore a risk of research 
bias when treating such opinions as being representative of the whole survey.  Bearing this in 
mind, however, the comments were examined.  The contents could be grouped into two; one 
was concerned with the questionnaire itself, that is, whether the respondent found it to be 
positive or negative (eight cases for the former and four for the latter), and how the 
respondent understood the questions and accordingly answered them (seven commentaries); 
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the other was concerned with how the respondent has experienced this particular business 
and sees the future of the industry.  Both positive and negative opinions were expressed (ten 
for the former and five for the latter).  For example, some chefs complained about the advent 
of frozen meals and cutbacks in food quality to meet economic pressures.  On the other hand, 
there were chefs who considered themselves as being not only craftsmen who cook food but 
also multi-skilled workers who need to deal with many other aspects of airline catering activity.   
 
Analysis and Discussion of Results  
 
The first objective of this study, i.e. to explore the key outputs that airline catering chefs must 
deliver and to determine their required job competencies, was achieved by reviewing the 
literature and carrying out the survey.  A list of 50 competency statements was developed and 
used as the survey instrument.  Irrespective of business location, eleven statements were 
identified as essential competencies of airline catering chefs:  
 
1. Skilled at time management (C5) 
2. Knowledge of culinary fundamentals and production systems, particularly for 
producing in large volumes, including their limitations (C12) 
3. Skilled at food presentation (C15) 
4. Knowledge of culinary uses and applications of products / ingredients 
functionally (C17) 
5. Knowledge of kitchen functions and pressures (C26) 
6. Understanding of food testing (C33) 
7. Knowledge of quality assurance and food safety (C34) 
8. Ability to work in multi-task environments (C36) 
9. Ability to make decisions (C47) 
10. General communication skills (C48) 
11. Ability to distinguish levels of quality in food products (C49) 
 
When these are compared to Spencer and Spencer’s (1993) generic competencies (see Table 
2), they fall into five domains, including:  
 
1. Achievement orientation (C5),  
2. Impact and influence (C15); 
3. Initiative (C47); 
4. Flexibility (C36); and 
5. Technical/professional/managerial expertise (C12, C17, C26, C33, C34, C48 and C49).  
 
The main competencies identified by this study are technical/professional/managerial 
expertise (seven out of eleven).  As outlined earlier, chefs have to be technically proficient in 
the first place.  Moreover, such competencies reflect the mainstream of airline catering work 
addressed previously.  For example, C12 and C26 are associated with factory-like kitchen 
operations producing high volumes of food.  C17 is related to the consideration of the 
availability and acceptability of products.  C33 and C34 are of vital importance when 
considering that the place of food consumption is different from the production site, and thus a 
microbiological perspective is essential.  C49 is essential when considering different food 
budgets depending on seat classes (i.e. first, business and economy class).  In addition to 
technical proficiency competencies, other competency elements (C5, C15, C36 and C47) 
were validated. Two of the four competencies (C15 and C36) indicate that airline catering 
chefs are engaged not only in food preparation, but are also responsible for other tasks.  The 
results confirm the assumptions made in the literature. 
 
In looking at the second objective (to organise the identified competencies into roles and look 
into their relations), not many competencies linked to managerial roles were listed in the 
research findings as common, essential competencies across the United Kingdom, the United 
States and Japan.  A large number of participants agreed that successful inflight catering 
chefs have to play a managerial role rather than simply being a culinarian.  However, when 
the identified competencies are compared with the managerial roles proposed in this study 
(see Table 2), there were no competencies that could be related to the roles of controlling, 
directing and organising.  In this respect, the common competencies appear to reflect only 
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those that have invariably been important since before airline catering chefs experienced any 
job role changes.  Contrary to expectation, personal attribute competencies associated with 
being creative, collaborative, teamwork motivated and customer focused, which this paper 
identified as being crucial for airline catering chefs to be successful, were not identified.   
 
In contrast, an investigation of the relative importance of the competencies across the country 
groups has revealed an interesting point.  Depending on the groups, different levels of 
personal attribute competencies related to managerial roles have been recognised.  The 
competencies validated by the US respondents (29 competencies) were more concerned with 
personal attributes than those of any other country, and this could be firmly connected to 
managerial roles.  As examples of personal attributes, C8 (skilled at motivating team by using 
leadership skills) and C35 (skilled in helping others – being mentor) can be related to 
‘developing others’ and ‘team leadership’.  With reference to managerial roles, for instance, 
C7 (knowledge of cost accounting associated with food production, e.g. food costs and labour 
costs, and ability to control the budgets) and C19 (management skills, e.g. delegating, 
organising and developing staff) fall under the category of planning, directing and organising 
in Table 2.  The results largely covered Spencer and Spencer’s (1993) thirteen competency 
domains for managers3.   
 
Furthermore, the four competencies (i.e. being creative, collaborative, teamwork-motivated 
and customer focus oriented that this paper proposed as being crucial for a successful airline 
catering chefs, which were not listed in the eleven general competencies) have been chosen.  
The relevant competences are C46 (ability to conceptualise new products, processes, 
systems – being creative), C6 (ability to work with a product development team), C8 (skilled at 
motivating team by using leadership skills) and C4 (ability to work with existing 
customer/client groups and to perform public relations functions with new customers/clients).  
The competencies confirmed by the UK respondents were at the opposite end of the 
spectrum to this, with only two additional competencies to the list of the eleven common ones, 
and both more technical-expertise-related (i.e. skilled at portion weight control and knowledge 
of government food regulations/laws).  Therefore, few managerial responsibilities in Table 2 
could be matched with the UK competencies.  None of the four competencies (proposed as 
crucial by this paper, which were found in the US competencies) were the case.  The 
Japanese respondents, tended to have similar views to the US respondents, rather than to 
the UK group.  Seven competencies, mostly managerial, were held in common between the 
Japanese and US respondents (see C1, C6, C7, C8, C16, C19 and C40 in Table 6).   
 
The rationale for these findings could be found when compared with the answers to the 
survey question was studied.  The question asked the respondents how likely it was that 
airline catering chefs needed to play managerial roles rather than culinary roles.  Whilst 
53.1% of the US respondents and 47.5% of the Japanese perceived that situation as very 
likely, it was only 13.5% in the UK (see Table 6).  From these results and based on the 
literature reviewed, it can be argued that airline catering chefs in the United States have 
already experienced a change in roles to a considerable extent, and this explains why more 
managerial competencies were identified in the United States.  Chefs working for Japanese 
caterers are developing in a similar way although they seem to be one step behind the US 
chefs, with the degree of change being slightly less, as fewer managerial competencies are 
required.  
 
In contrast to these two groups, UK chefs appear to be still largely concerned with culinary 
roles.  Although more than 50% of the UK respondents considered that playing a managerial 
role was likely (and 13.5% as very likely), they did not specify the statements associated with 
managerial competencies as being crucial for successful airline catering chefs.  In fact, 
competencies related to technical expertise were given more attention than managerial 
competencies.  Furthermore, the survey response to the question concerning chefs’ new roles 
(i.e. food production operations management and new product development), as opposed to 
actual food preparation, has underpinned the aforementioned supposition.  The most frequent 
degree of likeliness was different for each respondent group.  That is, the most frequent 
                                                          
3 (1) impact and influence,  (2) achievement orientation, (3) teamwork and cooperation, (4) analytical thinking, (5) 
initiative, (6) developing others, (7) self-confidence, (8) directiveness and assertiveness, (9) information seeking, (10) 
team leadership, (11) organisational awareness, (12) relationship building, and (13) specialised knowledge 
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answer from the UK respondents was that playing new roles was neither unlikely nor likely 
(the central response), whereas the majority of the Japanese respondents regarded it as 
being likely.  More interestingly, most of the US responses ranged likely or very likely.  As a 
consequence, in the United States and Japan, nearly 70% of the responses were categorised 
as ‘likely’ or ‘very likely’ while in the United Kingdom, this response only reached 32.4%.  
Evidently, in the United Kingdom, many still attach importance to food preparation related 
tasks.  However, the likelihood of chefs necessarily having to play a managerial role rather 
than performing culinary tasks has been recognised to a large extent.  From this, it can be 
assumed that UK airline catering chefs are in the middle of a process of change and therefore 
uncertain about their new roles, although they have noted that it is related to managerial work.  
If this is so, then the fact that the UK respondents did not cite managerial competencies as 
being as essential as the other two parties did becomes even more understandable, because 
the range of required job competencies is fundamentally linked with the given job roles. 
 
Furthermore, the relationship between job roles and various external and internal pressures, 
explains why there were differences in the relative importance of the various competencies 
across the countries.  Economic pressures and market competitiveness were highly regarded 
by all three respondent groups as being likely factors that affect the job roles and 
competencies of airline catering chefs (see Table 9). In considering the degree of difference 
between validated competencies amongst the sample groups, it is likely that the extent of 
severity of economic pressure and market competition differs from country to country and thus 
results in differences in the number and characteristics of the identified competencies 
amongst the three parties.  As mentioned, it is evident that US carriers are more radical in 
their in-flight meal service cost cutting practices than European and Asian airlines.  The first 
low-cost/no-frills airlines emerged in the United States (Doganis, 2001), although such carriers 
are now present in both the United Kingdom and Japan.  It is not unusual for even 
conventional full service carriers not to serve meals on short-haul domestic flights in the 
United States (Frewin, 2002), whereas British Airways (BA) offers a full-service on its 
European short-haul flights, which can be thought of as being equivalent to the US short-haul 
domestic flights (Pilling, 2001a).  In a similar way to the US carriers, the two major Japanese 
carriers have since 1998 stopped serving inflight meals on domestic flights (Japan is the 
second biggest domestic market after the United States) (Momberger, 1999).  What can be 
drawn from this is that when the countries are ranked and arranged according to the degree 
of competition in the market place, the Unites States clearly comes first, followed by Japan, 
and the United Kingdom last.  This is just one example, but interestingly it repeats the same 
order confirmed in the above discussion in terms of how the respondents perceived the 
relative importance of competencies related to managerial roles and the extent to which they 
have to play such managerial roles.  What is more, only the UK respondents gave 
organisational changes (i.e. core business shift towards logistics) as one of the three likely 
factors influencing the change in job roles.  It therefore can be assumed that the UK chefs 
have been undergoing such changes, while the other two parties have already gone through 
such phases. 
 
Conclusion and Recommendations  
 
The research found that different job role/competency models can be distinguished, i.e. the 
US model, Japanese model and the UK model. These models must be applied when 
attempting to categorise inflight catering chefs as either production or research chefs. 
  
The survey found that research chefs’ competencies encompassed all of the competencies 
identified by the generic model, and include: 
  
1. Skilled at time management; 
2. Knowledge of culinary fundamentals and production systems, particularly for 
producing in large volumes, including their limitations; 
3. Skilled at food presentation;  
4. Knowledge of culinary uses and applications of products / ingredients 
functionally; 
5. Knowledge of kitchen functions and pressures;  
6. Understanding of food testing; 
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7. Knowledge of quality assurance and food safety; 
8. Ability to work in multi-task environments; 
9. Ability to make decisions; 
10. General communication skills; and 
11. Ability to distinguish levels of quality in food products. 
 
Production chefs relate to only 6 of the eleven generic competencies:  
 
1. Decision making; 
2. Communication; 
3. Requisitioning food; 
4. Food presentation;  
5. Food production; and 
6. Hygiene management. 
 
It is therefore evident that inflight catering chefs have more in common with research chefs.   
 
However, US inflight catering chefs seem to share characteristics with with production chefs, 
particularly regarding competencies required for managerial roles.  These shared 
competencies include: planning own menus, calculation of food costs, assigning workloads to 
others, product development, initiating, motivating, teamwork, strategic planning, analysing, 
and finally being creative, flexible, collaborative and customer oriented.  These are in addition 
to the competencies of the generic model.  Due to increased exposure to managerial tasks, 
inflight catering chefs are also sharing common competencies with production chefs.  
 
However, the competeincies of research chefs are also covered in the listed areas above.  
Subsequently, it can be concluded that inflight catering chefs are more like research chefs. 
 
The application of the competency-based approach to this study revealed that the  
consideration of personal attribute competencies should not be ignored as being some of the 
essential competencies of chefs, irrespective of the occupation type (i.e. production chef, 
research chef or airline catering chef), and that even the work of chefs is technical in nature.  
For this reason, being a successful chef necessarily implies that an individual must be fully 
technically proficient.  Being competent in cooking only cannot be regarded as being fully 
successful.  Moreover, being successful as a chef implies being a manager at the same time, 
whether self-employed or not, and therefore calls for managerial competencies, which also 
include personal characteristic competencies. Technical knowledge as such, while necessary, 
does not differentiate superiority in performance (Spencer and Spencer, 1993). 
 
The aforementioned was clearly the case in the United States.  Being creative, collaborative, 
teamwork-motivated, customer service oriented and self-disciplined, for example, were all 
identified as important competencies.  UK and Japanese participants also indicated the 
tendency to include personal attribute competencies as essential elements of job 
competencies.  The work of inflight catering chefs is becoming increasingly complex in this 
global competitive business environment.   
 
It is presumed that the required job competencies will increase in number, although it is 
presently uncertain whether or not such competencies will be associated with technical skills, 
knowledge and/or personal attributes.  However, bearing in mind the research findings and 
existing knowledge, this paper can reasonably conclude that as long as inflight catering chefs 
continue to learn, think and act in response to changes, their value to firms as possessors of 
organisational collective competencies will not diminish.  In order to achieve this, Inflight 
catering chefs are required  to acquire the necessary personal attribute competencies 
enabling them ‘to learn and think’, as well as the technical competencies enabling them ‘to 
act’.  Culinary expertise plus the personal attributes allowing them to exercise their skills and 
knowledge are both of vital importance.   
 
In addition, this study contributes to a solidification of the concept that successful inflight 
catering chefs need to play two roles: i.e. managerial and culinary. However, when assessing 
how these roles are played by the respective types of chefs, a difference was found.  Whilst 
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research chefs do not hold the two roles (managerial and culinary) such roles are assigned to 
one person in production and airline catering chefs concurrently (It is important to remember 
that there are two types of research chefs: research focused research chef and management 
focused management chef).  Although airline catering chefs appear to have more in common 
with research chefs regarding job competencies, they are closer to production chefs regarding 
how job roles are allocated.  This may be of some theoretical significance in the classification 
of the occupation of inflight catering chefs. 
 
Managerial Implications 
 
Competency studies are most effective when the results are incorporated into Human 
Resource Development practices and if the developed human capital can be turned into 
competitive advantage, as in the form of organisational collective competencies (Ulrich, 
1997).   
 
Looking at the results of this survey, particularly in the UK, it is evident that despite the 
majority of respondents confirming that chefs have increasingly managerial roles, not many 
job competencies corresponding to such roles were indicated.  If a division of work had been 
undertaken, in other words, only food preparation related responsibilities are attached to 
chefs and any other managerial tasks are assigned to others (i.e. food production operations 
managers), then the answers to the job role question would be more in line with actual 
experience and accordingly, the results regarding competencies would be understandable.  
The fact is that employees are facing situations where managerial roles are required and 
therefore they indicated a high rate of agreement with the survey question.  It therefore seems 
logical to assume that either the necessary job competencies are not being clarified by 
management, or that such competencies are not yet possessed by a sufficient number of 
chefs in spite of being in demand.  In these cases, training curriculum design and individual 
development planning that assist in the creation of the necessary competencies, will be 
needed.   
 
Management have to utilise employees’ competencies to create organisational competitive 
advantage.  Just as employees are asked to change in response to various pressures, 
management also needs to be flexible. Expecting employees to be creative and become a 
source of competitive advantage requires management to establish a different set of values 
(Brown et al., 2000).  Some examples are eliminating the boundaries between management 
and employees and promoting shared learning. If the work of inflight catering chefs is 
becoming increasingly managerial, then management’s attitude towards chefs should 
correspond with that.  In other words, it is necessary to employ an appropriate performance 
management strategy, free from thought rooted in ideas developed for traditional production 
line operations management. 
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Appendix A.  Research chefs’ competencies 
 
Table A.1  Competencies for both research and management focused research chefs 
 
Rank Competencies Competency statements 
1 Technical/professional/managerial 
expertise 
Knowledge of flavour 
2*† Technical/professional/managerial 
expertise 
Knowledge of food sanitation 
3*† Technical/professional/managerial 
expertise 
Ability to distinguish levels of quality in food 
products 
4*† Technical/professional/managerial 
expertise 
General communication skills (verbal, 
written, listening) 
5† Initiative  Ability to make decisions 
6* Conceptual thinking 
 
Ability to conceptualise new products, 
processes, systems – being creative 
7* Self-control Ability to keep ego in check  
8* Initiative Ability to see the ‘Big Picture’ 
9† Flexibility Ability to work in multi-task environments 
10 Achievement orientation Ability to prioritise projects 
11 Technical/professional/managerial 
expertise 
Information seeking 
Knowledge of projected / future food trends 
12† Technical/professional/managerial 
expertise 
Knowledge of culinary uses and applications 
of products 
13 Technical/professional/managerial 
expertise 
Information seeking 
Knowledge of current food service trends 
14* Self-control 
 
Ability to balance personal and professional 
lives 
15* Flexibility Ability to take criticism 
16* Self-control Ability to control emotion during 
communication with people 
17 Technical/professional/managerial 
expertise 
Knowledge of weight and measurement 
conversions 
18† Achievement orientation Skilled at time management 
19* Teamwork and cooperation Skilled at motivating team 
N.B.:  * = Competencies in common with production chefs 
† = Competencies in common with the generic model of airline catering chefs 
(Source: Adapted from Birdir and Pearson, 2000; Spencer and Spencer, 1993; the research 
results of the present study) 
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Table A.2.  Competencies for research focused research chef 
 
Rank Competencies Competency statements 
1* Technical/professional/managerial 
expertise 
Knowledge of recipe development and 
formula ratios 
2 Relationship building  
Teamwork and cooperation  
Ability to work with a product development 
team 
3*† Technical/professional/managerial 
expertise 
Knowledge of culinary fundamentals and 
production systems 
4† Technical/professional/managerial 
expertise 
Knowledge of ingredients functionally 
5 Technical/professional/managerial 
expertise 
Knowledge of traditional sauces / stocks 
6† Technical/professional/managerial 
expertise 
Understanding of the complete process of 
research through production of a product 
which can be produced in large volumes 
7† Technical/professional/managerial 
expertise 
Knowledge of all commercial kitchen 
functions and pressures 
8 Analytical thinking 
Conceptual thinking 
Ability to leverage trends into new products 
9† Technical/professional/managerial 
expertise 
Understanding of food testing 
10 Interpersonal understanding 
Relationship building  
Teamwork and cooperation  
Flexibility 
Organisational commitment 
Ability to work effectively with other 
company departments to develop large 
scale products 
11 Technical/professional/managerial 
expertise 
Information seeking 
Knowledge of regional cuisines, including 
preparation, spicing and presentation 
12 Technical/professional/managerial 
expertise 
Analytical thinking 
Conceptual thinking 
Understanding of changes in ingredients 
resulting from the research process 
N.B.:  *= Competencies in common with production chefs 
†= Competencies in common with the generic model of airline catering chefs 
(Source: Adapted from Birdir and Pearson, 2000; Spencer and Spencer, 1993; the research 
results of the present study) 
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Table A.3.  Competencies for management focused research chef 
 
Rank Competencies Competency statements 
1* Impact and influence  
Customer service orientation 
Ability to work with customer / client groups 
2 Customer service orientation Knowledge of end user skills (e.g. cooks in 
national chains) 
3† Impact and influence  Skilled at food presentation 
4* Developing others 
Directiveness: assertiveness and use of 
positional power 
Management skills (delegating and 
organising personnel development) 
5* Technical/professional/managerial 
expertise 
Knowledge of food service operations 
6 Technical/professional/managerial 
expertise 
Skilled at basic computer systems 
7 Analytical thinking 
Conceptual thinking 
Skilled at presentation of research and 
plans 
8 Analytical thinking 
Conceptual thinking 
Skilled at writing accurate reports 
N.B.:  *= Competencies in common with production chefs 
†= Competencies in common with the generic model of airline catering chefs 
(Source: Adapted from Birdir and Pearson, 2000; Spencer and Spencer, 1993; the research 
results of the present study) 
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Appendix B.  Airline catering chefs’ competencies: the survey results 
(the mean scores) 
 
Code Competency statements UK US Japan 
C1 Knowledge of recipe development and formula ratios 3.89 4.50 4.35
C2 Skilled at portion weight control 4.30 4.59 3.78
C3 Knowledge of the physics of heat exchange 3.27 3.44 4.22
C4 Ability to work with existing customer / client groups and to 
perform public relations functions with new customers / clients 
3.86 4.59 3.73
C5 Skilled at time management 4.03 4.41 4.34
C6 Ability to work with a product development team 3.78 4.41 4.05
C7 Knowledge of cost accounting associated with food 
production (e.g. food cost and labour cost) and ability to 
control the budgets 
3.32 4.53 4.18
C8 Skilled at motivating team by using leadership skills 3.84 4.44 4.35
C9 Knowledge of product changes necessary for multi-cultural 
customer / client groups 
3.76 3.88 3.91
C10 Knowledge of end-users’ skills (e.g. on-board chefs and crew) 
and on-board service operations 
3.22 3.72 3.70
C11 Ability to control emotion during communication with people 3.51 4.25 3.88
C12 Knowledge of culinary fundamentals and production systems, 
particularly for producing in large volumes, including their 
limitations 
4.08 4.44 4.29
C13 Skilled at execution of consumer research projects 2.46 3.41 3.23
C14 Knowledge of applicable food chemistry and microbiology 3.22 3.50 3.81
C15 Skilled at food presentation 4.05 4.41 4.13
C16 Ability to take criticism 3.49 4.41 4.09
C17 Knowledge of culinary uses and applications of products / 
ingredients functionally 
4.03 4.34 4.22
C18 Knowledge of government food regulations / laws 4.03 4.38 3.69
C19 Management skills (delegating and organising, personnel 
development) 
3.54 4.28 4.15
C20 Ability to balance personal and professional lives 3.65 4.19 3.55
C21 Understanding nature of production and distribution system 
delays and hurdles 
3.59 4.19 4.34
C22 Knowledge of current economic climate 2.78 3.59 3.56
C23 Knowledge of menu engineering 3.16 3.72 4.03
C24 Knowledge of new products through networking skills 3.11 3.69 3.73
C25 Skilled at basic computer literacy (e.g. word-processing, 
spread-sheets, presentation programmes and Internet) 
2.57 3.81 3.65
C26 Knowledge of kitchen functions and pressures 3.84 4.16 3.78
C27 Knowledge of strategic planning 2.86 4.16 3.45
C28 Knowledge of competitive products 3.05 3.81 3.88
C29 Skilled at presentation of research and plans 2.92 3.84 3.61
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Code Competency statements UK US Japan 
C30 Knowledge of projected / future food trends as well as food 
service trends and ability to leverage them into new products 
3.22 3.69 3.94
C31 Ability to have or create a vision (not necessary a solution) 2.86 3.78 3.95
C32 Knowledge of cultural preferences as they affect food 
products 
3.57 3.69 3.54
C33 Understanding of food testing 3.70 3.91 4.00
C34 Knowledge of quality assurance and food safety systems 4.35 4.47 4.38
C35 Skilled in helping others – being Mentor 3.57 4.13 3.88
C36 Ability to work in multi-task environments 3.92 4.22 3.81
C37 Ability to work effectively with outside parties to develop large 
scale products 
3.27 4.00 3.35
C38 Knowledge of technologies affecting food production 
operations 
3.08 3.75 4.05
C39 Knowledge of regional cuisine’s, including preparation, 
spicing and presentation 
3.57 3.88 3.65
C40 Ability to see the ‘Big Picture’ and think analytically 3.05 4.22 4.08
C41 Knowledge of sensory analysis 2.76 3.56 3.90
C42 Knowledge of the entire in-flight catering operations (e.g. 
equipment control and transport for aircraft loading) 
2.89 4.00 3.44
C43 Knowledge of human nutrition 3.22 3.69 3.59
C44 Ability and willingness to travel on business 3.03 3.78 3.48
C45 Knowledge of business marketing 2.54 3.50 3.40
C46 Ability to conceptualise new products, processes, systems – 
being creative 
3.30 4.00 3.86
C47 Ability to make decisions 4.11 4.41 4.31
C48 General communication skills (verbal, written, listening) 4.03 4.41 4.03
C49 Ability to distinguish levels of quality in food products 4.32 4.31 4.49
C50 Ability to consider constraints on packaging for finished 
products 
3.51 4.16 3.80
N.B.:  N = 37 (UK), 32 (US) and 80 (Japan); Code: C1 means competency statement 1, C2 is 
competency statement 2, and so on; Rating scale: 5 = extremely important, 4 = very 
important, 3 = important, 2 = slightly important and 1 = not important 
 
(Source: data processed by SPSS) 
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